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ABSTRACT

Libraries use surveys and other instruments to gather feedback
from their users. However, with competition from many other
campus entities requesting input, how can survey fatigue be
avoided? To gather this feedback, the Social Sciences Reference
Desk utilized a short, fun and easy method. Each week for
10 weeks during the fall semester of 2017, the reference assistants
wrote a survey question on a whiteboard and provided sticky
notes for patrons to write their answers. The survey provided
valuable information about patrons’ needs and expectations. It
also fostered changes that were easily implemented to improve
the delivery of library services.
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Reference desks within libraries need to provide excellent service for their
users because they are the primary point of contact for their patrons. The
following study provides a creative and relatively easy way to assess services,
implement results in the training of Reference Desk personnel and improve
their services. Libraries without a reference desk can consider the instruments used in this study to evaluate their services and implement effective
training programs for those individuals who play similar key roles with their
patrons. This research project took place in an academic library with multiple
service points.
Background
The Brigham Young University (BYU) Harold B. Lee Library serves 30,693
undergraduate students and 2,824 graduate students and supports the
research and curriculum of 177 undergraduate majors, 68 master’s programs,
and 26 doctoral programs. The Harold B. Lee Library is the main library on
campus (the only other library is a law library) and has no satellite libraries.
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Figure 1. Reference desk.

The library Social Sciences department reference personnel conducted
a survey project. The reference desk (Figure 1) is one of six service points
spread throughout the library. The reference personnel consisted of two support staff members, eight faculty subject librarians and eight students. The
reference students’ assistants monitored the reference desk under the direction
of the reference specialist, a full-time staff member who was responsible for
hiring, training, supervising the students and managing the reference desk. In
2017, the social sciences reference desk had 8,023 reference transactions. With
so many patrons and daily transactions, determining patrons’ needs and levels
of satisfaction is crucial to the library’s success.
Literature review
The literature about assessing the quality of reference services and assessment
instruments is extensive. The studies revealed the importance of gathering
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input from library patrons to improve services; however, many of these
articles also addressed the challenges and varieties of existing survey tools.
Logan (2009) stated that there is no ideal measurement tool when it comes to
evaluating reference services because no method provides all the necessary
data, however, he believes that every reference department must examine
their services in order “to set proper departmental priorities and define and
articulate its level of commitment to meeting people’s information needs”
(p. 231).
Other studies confirmed the importance of assessing reference users. For
example, VandeCreek (2006) conducted a study of email reference services
and expressed how vital it is to ask users their reference services perceptions,
expectations, needs and delivered preferences and even solicit ideas for
marketing those services (p. 106). VandeCreek concluded that the assessments provide invaluable insight that ultimately save institutions time and
expense (p. 106).
One of the main debates when it comes to evaluating services is about exactly
what aspect of the reference service needs to be assessed. Kuruppu (2007)
suggested reflecting on the efficiency of the service, the quality and quantity of
the resources, the process and the desired outcome (p. 369). Kuruppu wrote
about the importance of critically evaluating reference services in order to
understand the service deficiencies, and be able to provide an effective and highquality user-centered reference service (p. 276).
The study discussed in this paper is an example of a practical tool used to
gather customer feedback. In the library literature there are other examples of
practical tools; for example, in 2007 the Monroe County Public Library used
a creative method to evaluate the quality of their services. The program was
called “The Secret Shopper”, and it consisted of gathering input from anonymous customers (secret shoppers) on their library experience. The participants
completed a survey and received a thank you gift for their time. This program
was valuable because it provided an outside perspective on common things such
as lighting, stacks of brochures on the desk, and even the placement of computer
monitors. The type of things that employees no longer noticed and that could be
easily identified and improved. (p. 216).
One of the main goals of this study was to use the data collected to train
employees and improve library’s services. Novotny and Rimland (2007) wrote
an article on the value of using data obtained from a formalized survey to train
reference employees. They discuss how they used the information gleaned from
the results of the survey study to modify their service-desk training. A year later,
they conducted another study to evaluate the impact on the delivery of reference
services. Their article described the personnel involved in the examination of the
results, the changes made based on the results, and the impact their study had on
the training. Novotny and Rimland state, “Analysis of user feedback allowed us
to focus our training efforts, and ultimately, improve our performance” (p. 388).
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Introduction
In order to provide the best service possible, reference employees need to receive
continual training. A needed and effective tool within training models is the
work assessment. Work assessments are critical for understanding employees’
strengths and weaknesses while evaluating the level of service they provide.
Assessments also increase employees’ awareness of patrons’ needs and their
level of satisfaction with library services. Most libraries use surveys and other
instruments to partially fulfill these assessment needs and to gather feedback
from their users. There are many guidelines and best practices for collecting
information through surveys. One of these best practices is to avoid “survey
fatigue,” which “is a facet of respondent burden due to the frequency of surveys
that are required from the participant” (Macarthur & Conlan, 2012, p. 8).
A challenge to gathering feedback through surveys for libraries is because
they must compete for users’ time and attention, particularly in the academic
setting, where students and faculty also receive surveys from other campus
entities. A study conducted by the U.S. Air Force Academy revealed that an
overwhelming majority of its students (97%) felt either “somewhat” or “definitely” over-surveyed and almost half (48%) of those felt “definitely” oversurveyed (Asiu, Antons, & Fultz, 1998, p. 9).
Survey fatigue can be a significant impediment to assessment and gathering
user feedback. Another investigation found survey fatigue can “end in a decrease
in response rates [and] lower attendance to survey items” and “some users may
quit the process” (Macarthur & Conlan, 2012, p. 4). Further, a study found that
“administering multiple surveys in one academic year can significantly suppress
response rates in later surveys” (Porter, Whitcomb, & Weitzer, 2004, p. 63,
p. 11). An evaluation conducted in 2017 by Christof Van Mol reported similar
findings. Van Mol used language such as “bombarded” to describe invitations to
complete web surveys and evaluations. He explained that the invitations are not
merely limited to the area of higher education – these surveys are part of college
students’ daily lives and they vary from rating online services, entering prize
polls, and evaluating websites experiences (Christof Van Mol, 2017, p. 319).
Regardless of the risk of causing survey fatigue, library personnel still need
to receive feedback from their users in order to provide better service and have
a better understanding of library patrons’ needs and preferences. It is also
important to evaluate employees’ performance and training needs. If feedback
is necessary and competition with so many other campus entities requesting
input is real, how can survey fatigue be avoided?
In his book The Ultimate Question, Fred Reichheld proposed that one simple
question can help organizations track promoters (company advocates) and
detractors (company critics) and produce a clear, easy-to-understand measure
of their performance. That one question was “how likely is it that you would
recommend us to a friend or colleague?” Reichheld claims this ultimate question
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can help companies gather promoter statistics and enhanced understanding of
the company’s customer base while harnessing brand advocates (passionate
customers). Heshares stories of leading-edge organizations, including GE,
Intuit, Enterprise Rent-A-Car, and Home Banc, who have used this method to
increase their profits (Reichheld, 2006). How, then, can libraries use this method
to measure their services? Is there an ultimate question that would provide the
key to improving library services? If one question is not enough, then could the
answer be to ask one question at a time?
Methodology
To gather this feedback, the Social Science department utilized a method the
reference desk personnel believed would be fun, easy, and worth a few
minutes of patrons’ time. Each week for 10 weeks during the fall semester
of 2017, the reference assistants wrote a survey question on a whiteboard and
provided sticky notes on which patrons could write their answers and then
place them on the whiteboard. Following their responses, they would receive
a piece of candy as a reward for their input (Figure 2). At the end of the
week, department personnel collected the sticky notes and entered them into
a spreadsheet they used to analyze the responses for that week.
This method had been used successfully in other areas of the library, including
the media center (where students voted on furniture), the IT department (where
students voted on software), and the information commons area (where students voted on reference desk design and location of services). In developing the
questions each week, the reference assistants began by determining the kind of
feedback they wanted to elicit from patrons by considering particular questions
to improve their services. These reference employees brainstormed questions
based on their experiences at the desk and in other customer service situations.
They then decided on the questions that would provide useful information from
the patrons about the quality of service at the reference help desk.
Results
Questions

Question 1. “How have you used our reference help desk before?”
This first question focused on patrons’ library usage. Of the 29 respondents,
only two had never used the reference help desk before. Of the people that
answered “yes,” only 18 stated how they were helped. Seven received assistance with research, five with finding a book, three with finding a subject
librarian and three with equipment issues (scanners, printers, etc.).
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Figure 2. Survey whiteboard.

Question 2. If you could change one thing about the service at our reference
help desk, what would it be?
Twenty-five people responded. Five people responded that they would not
change anything because they were happy with the service. Some requested
that employees wear nametags, know how to troubleshoot equipment, and even
smile more. Others requested that the library provide scrap paper, bigger candy
bars and posts of subject librarians’ schedules.
Question 3. “Are you satisfied with the assistance you received today? On
a scale from 1–5, how would you rate our services?”
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Twenty-five people responded, and each gave a rating of five. This question dealt
with the level of satisfaction. Comments included, “So helpful and friendly, and
supportive of leisure reading,” “Printed something when I didn’t have my card,”
“Very helpful and super friendly,” “Super quick to help me out,” and
“Receptionist smiled and told me hello as I walked in!”
Question 4. “What information have you looked for on this floor? How did
you find that information?”
Twenty-eight people responded. Nineteen people responded that they were
looking for a book, four were looking for help with their research, three were
looking for a study room, one was looking for a computer, and one was looking
for a government document. For the second part of the question – “How did you
find the information?” – three mentioned the reference help desk and five
mentioned the library website; twenty did not respond to this part of the
question.
Question 5. “How accessible has help been in the past when you have
needed it?”
Twenty people responded. They all reported that an assistant has always been
available at the reference help desk and that the personnel were very accessible and willing to help.
Question 6. “What are your expectations for help provided by our desk?”
Twenty-five people responded. Twelve people responded that they need help
finding books and locating them in the library. Four mentioned that they need
questions answered or directions to a specific place or person. Three people
mentioned that they need help with research, two people answered that they
would like employees to be friendly, and two other people stated that they want
to feel respected and safe. One person mentioned that he or she wants the staff
to be knowledgeable, and another mentioned that he or she would like help
with equipment such as scanners and printers.
Question 7. “Do you feel that the staff are willing and excited to help you?”
This question is about service. Of the 38 people who responded, only one person
answered, “No, [they are] always distracted.” Thirty-seven people responded
“yes” and gave comments such as “Yes, they know what they’re doing and have
good answers” and “She anticipated my question before I even asked! Yes!”
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Question 8. “When searching for a book, would you prefer that we ask if
you’d like us to go with you to help?”
The question focused on patron expectations. Of the 49 respondents, 34
responded affirmatively (23 responded “yes” and 11 responded “ask”) and
15 responded “no.”
Question 9. “How would you rate the knowledgeability of the staff who serve
you (on a scale of 1–5), and what do you wish we knew more about?”
Seventeen people responded to this question. Ten people ranked staff knowledgeability at “5,” six people at “4,” and one person at “3.” Most of the
recommendations given by patrons were for employees to be more knowledgeable about equipment, particularly printers and software such as PowerPoint,
Microsoft, and Excel. Question 9 was based on previous questions to obtain
additional information about knowledgeability because patrons previously
responded that they wanted personnel to be more knowledgeable. The answers
revealed areas where employee training would be beneficial and provided
a better understanding of patrons’ needs and perceptions.
Question 10. “Why did you visit the first floor today?”
The last survey question, asked during week 10, returned to the topic of library
usage. Twenty-five people responded to this question. Twelve responded, “to
study,” six had an appointment with a subject librarian, six came to do research,
and one was working on a group project.
Survey analysis
The nature of the survey allowed for implementation of improvements even
prior to the survey’s conclusion and analysis, and the direct effects of implementing the survey results were almost immediate. The effects largely fell into
two categories. First, following the first week of responses, employees began to
self-correct and implement changes affecting their level of service. The employees began to consider ways to improve their own personal delivery of services to
patrons entering the area.
Second, the department supervisor implemented training based on the survey. In both categories, improvements were designed to be responsive to
patrons’ expectations and help employees exceed desired service levels. The
supervisor-directed training changes began at an early stage of the survey by
including discussion related to the survey results during the bi-weekly training
meetings. The discussion usually led to brainstorming ideas to provide higher
levels of service.
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Customer service was a major focus of the survey, and the conference
assistants were able to self-reflect and consider the ways they interact with
patrons. The survey questions allowed them to discover what the patrons’
expectations were and examine how well they were meeting those expectations.
For example, while many responses commended employees for saying hello
when patrons entered the section, other responses suggested that employees
smile more. Patrons’ emphasis on friendliness showed the desire for even better
customer service, something that is relatively easy to implement.
The feedback about patrons’ expectations also enabled the reference assistants
to examine the services they offer and determine whether they align with their
patrons’ needs. At the Social Science reference desk, some of the services offered
were navigational help, research assistance, help finding a book, technological
help, and help checking out materials. Some survey questions addressed patrons’
purposes for coming to the reference desk as well as their expectations for help at
the desk. The data gathered reflected that patrons need help finding books,
finding research materials, troubleshooting the printer, and accessing government documents, among other things. The reference assistants at the desk were
trained to meet those needs and more, showing that the services and expectations aligned. This chance to evaluate the alignment of needs and services was
a valuable resource for reference employees to ensure that their services were
fulfilling their designed purpose and to discover areas in which the services may
be lacking.
This survey project was run by the reference assistants themselves, which
created a sense of investment in the results. Seeing the patrons’ responses each
week fostered a greater sense of care about their job and interactions with the
patrons. Positive responses showed reference assistants what was working and
what they should keep doing, while negative responses helped them understand
what needed to change and provided incentive to improve. Running a survey
project right at the desk fostered self-awareness and put the responsibility for
improvement back on the reference assistants. Previous training had focused on
customer service and included discussion about improving in a certain area.
However, running the survey and getting feedback directly from actual patrons
had a powerful effect on the reference personnel. The involvement in the survey
cultivated a greater desire for self-improvement. The staff training meetings
became more meaningful, giving reference assistants a specific purpose as they
discussed the survey results.
The survey questions focusing on library usage provided helpful information about the Social Science library users. Responses showed many patrons
come to study in the area because they enjoy the quiet space. This information is important for library personnel to consider when making decisions
about remodeling and available furniture, as well as collaboration spaces,
which could bring noise to the area.
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Patrons also come to the library for assistance with research. Based on this
need, the department implemented weekly training to provide advanced
research skills so reference assistants could provide a higher level of service
for patrons.
As patrons also indicated a need for help with equipment issues, perhaps
future training could focus on equipment use, such as how to use particular
printers and scanners. While the library has personnel to respond to equipment issues, providing reference assistants with basic troubleshooting training could reduce patrons’ wait times for help.
The department implemented the patrons’ suggestion to add a sign summarizing available services. The “help” sign encouraged patrons to ask questions and informed them that employees are ready to answer questions, refer
them to in the library, or other more specialized personnel (Figure 3).
A whiteboard located in the office previously listed librarians’ schedules and
notes about their whereabouts (i.e. in a meeting, providing library instruction,

Figure 3. Services available.
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Figure 5. New monitor.

out of the office, etc.). To address suggestions to make services and librarian
schedules more readily available, the monitor near the reference desk now
displays this information. In addition, an online scheduler allows patrons to
make an appointment with individual subject librarians (Figure 4).
The survey also highlighted that users mainly come to the reference help
desk to find a book or ask research questions. The need to improve the display
of information about these services was identified, and the acquisition of an
electronic monitor was a first step to address the problem (Figure 5). The
weekly trainings continue, and the department is focusing on inviting subject
librarians to not only train employees in their subject areas but also make them
aware of anticipated research assignments in the subject librarians’ fields.
Conclusion
The survey provided valuable information about patrons’ needs and expectations while it fostered changes that were easily implemented to improve library
services. It also improved the morale of the reference desk staff and customers
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because it provided a fun way to interact with each another. The staff felt their
work was valuable and developed a desire to continue to improve. The supervisor gained support from their staff to implement additional customer service
training such as “how to properly greet patrons at the reference help desk.”
Employees were more engaged during subsequent trainings meetings, and the
supervisor was able to observe immediate changes in their interactions at the
reference help desk.
The ease and effectiveness of this survey was facilitated by the minimal costs
associated with it. This is another benefit of how cost effective it can be for other
libraries to replicate. While reference desk employee time was expended for this
survey, no new or additional hours were added to any one employee’s schedule.
The time required each week rarely entailed more than an hour’s worth of labor
to formulate the question, write it on the whiteboard and tabulate the responses.
Taken all together, the employees’ salary allocated to this survey could not have
exceeded $100.00. Supplies, like the post-it notes and whiteboard markers were
already a part of the budget, yet all together these could not have been more than
a few dollars of expended supplies. Finally, the cost of providing the candy to
respondents totaled $51.33. Considering the span of the survey, this amounted
to just over $5.00 a week, or about $0.18 per response, in candy incentives. All of
these costs added together did not exceed $160.00. Considering the survey
results, this is a very cost effective survey of patrons’ needs and perceptions.
Overall, this creative survey project provided enough valuable information that
the reference specialist decided to continue the project through the remainder of
the semester and subsequent winter semester. The whiteboard was upgraded to
a more sophisticated electronic display sign and the questions were targeted to
improve the areas for needed improvement. The survey was so successful other
reference desk supervisors in other areas of the library became curious and
inquired about the survey program and its possible applicability to their department. As a direct result, all reference desks within the library will introduce
a similar one-question-per-week survey in the upcoming academic year with
full support from the library administration, who felt the data collected and the
implementation resulted in improved services and was worth the minimal cost of
the survey. The creators and participants recommend this survey process for
libraries who want to solicit input from their users in a fun, engaging way, with
minimal budgetary impact.
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